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J OZEF PIELAGE has created a unique group of twenty- 
eight paintings about the death of his son Erik, who was 
killed when his car developed mechanical failure and crashed 
into a tree on March 18, 1963. He was seventeen years old. 

In a few instances we know of works of art created in the 
reactions following the death of a loved one. Mozart’s Don 
Giovanni and Shakespeare’s Hamlet were created in reaction to 
a father’s death while Wagner’s Lohengrin followed his mother’s 
death. The sadness in Rembrandt’s Holy Family paintings may 
have been in reaction to his wife’s death. Usually the effect of 
death on an artist’s work is unknown. 

This is not so in this collection of paintings and the relation¬ 
ship of the tragic event to the paintings is best understood if 
these are studied as a whole. 

Pielage has projected on to the canvases in a moving fashion 
the deepest emotions and contents of his inner self. He has 
achieved artistic representation of the phases of the mourning 
process; of the feelings of loss, grief and sadness. Throughout 
he demonstrates the beauty of sadness and the sadness of beauty. 

Art is a remedy against life’s imperfect nature, writes the 
Art Historian Hauser. It provides a subtle bond of a mutual 
relationship for us, a community of experience for the audience 
and the artist. This is what Pielage has accomplished. The 
paintings express artistically that which goes on in the inner 
being or self of all humans following the loss of a loved one. 


Pielage shows a sweep of poignant feelings in the self por¬ 
traits, the portraits of Erik’s mother and the “Two Figures”. 
There is drenching grief, apathy, emptiness and despair. Also, 
there is shock and rage to this senseless event and denial of its 
occurrence. He demonstrates that most human reaction to 
death, the existence side by side of the denial of the event and 
yet the reality of it. In The Music Stand , the stand is broken 
in two and yet stands so majestically. Birth is represented as 
well as death in Three Chairs and in Pieta. This represents the 
wish to undo the event and turn it into its opposite and so find 
the lost object. 

Other paintings portray in a magnificent fashion more ele¬ 
mental feelings, even those of dissolution and disorganization of 
self, followed by a reorganization and mastery of the painful 
reality, evidence of the reparative process. 

The final painting, Vale! Vale!, points to a reintegration: he 
shows himself as a painter together with his wife as an analyst 
and between them the living memory. 

Pielage has said that none of this was consciously planned. 
One painting followed another as though from an inexorable 
inner pressure. He completed the series in the nine months fol¬ 
lowing their son’s death, finishing it a few days before Christmas 
1963. 

Leon Ferber, M.D. 

Baltimore Psychoanalytic . Institute 


I 

Selfportrait March 1963 

March 

II 

Broken Guitar 

April 

III 

Selfportrait with Yellow Vest 

April 

IV 

Cap with Roses 

April 

V 

Still Life with Rose 

May 

VI 

Bouquet 

May 

VII 

Selfportrait with Umbrella 

May 

VIII 

Erik’s Desk 

May 

IX 

Guitar 

June 

X 

Music Stand 

June 

XI 

Erik’s Mother 

June 

XII 

Wreck 

June 

XIII 

Three Chairs 

June 

XIV 

Erik’s Mother 

June 

XV 

ERIK, erik 

June 

XVI 

Two Figures 

July 

XVII 

Roses and Shadows 

July 

XVIII 

Small Plant 

July 

XIX 

Nightmare 

July 

XX 

Study 

July 

XXI 

Selfportrait, Profile 

September 

XXII 

Sunrise 

September 

XXIII 

Oval 

October 

XXIV 

Window E 

October 

XXV 

Pieta 

October 

XXVI 

Erik 

October 

XXVII 

Erik’s Mother 

December 

XXVIII 

Vale! Vale! 

December 













